Opioids and opioid receptors in peripheral tissues.
Opioid peptides belonging to the enkephalin, beta-endorphin or dynorphin family, acting on specific opiate receptors may be found in peripheral tissues. Enkephalins have a widespread peripheral distribution, while beta-endorphin and dynorphin may be found locally in the enteric nervous system. The peptides of the various families are formed from specific precursor molecules. Apart from the enteric nervous system, opioids are also found in the adrenal medulla as well as in several autonomic ganglia. There is some evidence of three different classes of opioid receptors in peripheral tissues, i.e. mu-, delta- and kappa-receptors. These receptors are not only found on enteric nervous and mucosa cells but also on various cells in the immune system where opioid peptides seem to have important actions and appear to link the neuroendocrine and immune systems to control immunological functions. The physiological as well as the pathophysiological role of opioid peptides in the periphery is gradually being elucidated and, based on such knowledge, new therapeutic implications in gastrointestinal or immune diseases may be developed.